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[The following article by Luis Angel Saavedra is reprinted with the permission of Noticias Aliadas
in Lima, Peru. It first appeared in the Oct. 16, 2000, edition of the weekly publication Latinamerica
Press.]
Almost as soon as Plan Colombia aimed at eradicating illegal coca crops and ending the guerrilla
war in neighboring Colombia got under way, its long-foreseen effects began to be felt on the
Ecuadoran side of the border.
The first chemical spraying, which was expected in the eastern Colombian department of Putumayo,
actually occurred in Narino, on the coast, affecting the Afro-Ecuadoran communities of Mataje and
Ricaurte in the border province of Esmeraldas. Mataje residents complained that the Mataje River
had been polluted, causing dysentery epidemics, while children were suffering from eye irritation.
Colombian Dr. Elsa Nivia of the Red de Accion en Plaguicidas y sus Alternativas para America
Latin (RAP-AL) said the symptoms suffered by the Mataje residents are characteristic of exposure to
Roundup, an herbicide that can cause human health problems.
Roundup and glyphosate one ingredient in Roundup are used to eradicate coca and opium- poppy
crops. "Aerial spraying of these herbicides does not guarantee that the proposed targets will be
fumigated," Nivia said. "On the contrary, the wind generally carries them to distant areas." That
evidently is what happened in Mataje, which is more than 40 km from the eradication sites.
The Ecuadoran government seemed to pay little attention. Military personnel took water samples,
but officials declined to discuss the situation. "We're on the verge of an environmental disaster,
but most Ecuadorans don't know, and the government doesn't care," said Lucia Gallardo of Accion
Ecologica, an Ecuadoran environmental organization that has proposed a system for precisely
measuring the environmental impact of the spraying.

Displacement to Ecuador
Plan Colombia is expected to trigger large-scale displacement of Colombians to Ecuador (see
NotiSur, 2000-07- 14). While massive displacements have not yet occurred, Mayor Maximo Abad of
Lago Agrio, capital of the eastern Ecuadoran province of Sucumbios, which borders Putumayo, told
reporters that "we're already starting to see the first people displaced because of spraying."
The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the armed forces, and other government
agencies designed a contingency plan that has been rejected by the Civil Society Assembly of
Sucumbios. The contingency plan foresees three displacement scenarios. The first, characterized
by a trickle of refugees which has been occurring for a number of years, is not considered an
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emergency, despite the problems it may cause in local communities. In the second scenario, which
foresees a flow of up to 5,000 Colombian campesinos, refugees would be channeled to a camp
already prepared in the border area of Sanshaguari. Repatriation would occur within six months. If
there are more refugees, the third scenario would make Sanshaguari a transit point and other camps
would be set up in the provinces of Sucumbios, Orellana, and Napo, with the aim of repatriating the
refugees as soon as possible.
Community organizations working in the area predict that more than 100,000 people could cross
the border into Ecuador. Nevertheless, most Ecuadorans know virtually nothing of the possible
consequences of Plan Colombia. In a survey by the CEDATOS polling firm during the last week of
September, 71% of Ecuadorans did not know what the plan entails, and only 34% of those who know
consider it a problem for Ecuador. What little is known of Plan Colombia has appeared in the media;
the rest is kept secret.
Even the UNHCR's activities have been questioned because of the secrecy surrounding them.
The UNHCR and armed forces invited the Sucumbios Catholic Church to participate in the
contingency plan, but the church refused as long as government officials did not deal "honestly and
transparently" with community organizations.

Criticism of Plan Colombia
Civil-society organizations in Sucumbios contend that Plan Colombia money would be better
invested in improving services and infrastructure in border communities so they are prepared to
take in the refugees. Local authorities of the border provinces of Carchi and Esmeraldas, as well as
the Colombian departments of Putumayo and Narino, echoed the view expressed in Sucumbios.
Retired Gen. Rene Yandun, prefect of Carchi, also criticized the highly centralized handling of US
aid. "The money from Plan Colombia must be given to the border communities," Yandun said. After
hearing those views, Ecuadoran Foreign Minister Heinz Moeller paid his first visit to Lago Agrio,
provincial capital of Sucumbios, and offered US$20 million to representatives of 150 civil society
organizations. "The money from Plan Colombia is for development of the border and to finance
projects presented by the communities," Moeller said.
The response of Bishop Gonzalo Lopez of Sucumbios, who represents the province's Civil Society
Assembly, was sharp. "What they say is an embarrassment," said Lopez. "Sucumbios and Orellana
have been supplying the country for 30 years, they've generated US$50 billion in petroleum income
and with the new oil pipeline they're expected to generate no less than US$60 billion. Now they're
saying they're going to invest US$20 million, which I doubt.
The insanity of power lies in making us believe that that's something for us. They make us rub our
hands together in anticipation before we even see a cent." The position of the Catholic Church and
other Sucumbios organizations prompted Moeller to charge that "the guerrillas have friends here
in Ecuador." Lopez responded, "It amazes me how people so far removed, who really know nothing
about the life of the people, pontificate that way. They've called us collaborators, semi- guerrillas,
disguised guerrillas. I thought we'd gotten beyond that. The church here knows where it stands, and
we are no longer frightened by them."
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Even the Catholic hierarchy, dominated by conservative bishops, has expressed concern. Luis
Alfonso Cabrera, human rights coordinator for the Catholic Church's social ministry office in the
Colombian town of Ipiales, across the border from Carchi, questions the impact of Plan Colombia
funding. "For years, we've wanted to coordinate with some human rights organization in Tulcan
[the provincial capital of Carchi] regarding displaced people, and we haven't been able to find
anyone," said Cabrera. "Now that they say that money will arrive from Plan Colombia, more than 20
organizations have expressed interest."
Lopez charged that the announcements of development aid are attempts to disguise the true
intentions behind Plan Colombia. He said, "If 80% of the resources are military, if there are 60 highly
sophisticated helicopters, if we're talking about 500 advisers for the Manta base, then peace is only
in words and what's really being set up is a front for war. They're saying, 'Look, give us a hand or
we'll send the cannons.'"

Logistical support
Lopez is not the only critic of the 1999 agreement between Ecuador and the US that gives US forces
the right to use the naval air base in Manta, the main seaport on the northern Ecuadoran coast, for
logistical support for anti-drug operations.
Political analysts warn that Ecuador could face two problems as a result of the pact. First, drug
traffickers have the economic ability to bribe military officials, weakening defense. Second, the
guerrillas and paramilitaries may decide that Ecuadoran support for US operations constitutes a
declaration of war, and make military and civilian administrative installations targets for military
attack.
The second possibility would pose a significant risk, since the theater of the Colombian conflict is
much closer to Ecuador and its capital Quito than to the seat of Colombian government in Bogota.
Ecuadoran Defense Minister Hugo Unda has denied that use of the Manta base is linked to Plan
Colombia.
"Plan Colombia is a matter for Colombians," he said, although he admitted that the regional fight
against drug trafficking "cannot help but have repercussions in Ecuador." Those repercussions
are the greatest fear of Ecuadoran grassroots groups and human rights organizations, which doubt
Unda's assurance that the Ecuadoran army will be able to control the situation.
The army lacks experience in confronting large-scale guerrilla operations or incursions by
paramilitary bands. In addition, the military is not exempt from the high level of corruption
afflicting the Ecuadoran political system, although it enjoys greater credibility among citizens. The
army's vulnerability was exposed on July 8, when arms were stolen from the Montufar Battalion
in Esmeraldas. "It appears that [the robbery] was carried out by members of that battalion who
had been tempted by economic gain," concluded an investigation by the daily newspaper Diario
Hoy. Agreement called unconstitutional Critics of government support for Plan Colombia also say
the accord between Ecuador and the US bypassed procedures established by the Constitution.
Lawyer Susy Garbay of the Regional Foundation for Human Rights Assistance said the Constitution
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requires Congress to "approve or disapprove all international treaties, especially those establishing
political or military alliances."
The secretariat of Congress has said the legislature never debated or approved the accord. On
Aug. 1, Garbay, backed by 10 national human rights organizations, filed a petition with the
Tribunal Constitucional to have the agreement nullified. On Sept. 13, lawyer Diego Delgado of the
Revolutionary Socialist Movement filed a lawsuit, signed by more than 1,000 representatives of
grassroots and community organizations, to have the agreement declared unconstitutional and the
US military personnel at Manta expelled from the country. "If we don't get them out now, we'll have
them forever," Delgado said.

-- End --
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